An argyrophilic technique (AgNOR) was applied to paraffin wax sections of 12 tubular adenomas, 17 villous adenomas with moderate and severe atypia, and 21 colonic adenocarcinomas. The range of the mean number of nucleolar organiser regions (NORS) per nucleus was 1-54-3-28 (99% Cl 229-3 04) for tubular adenomas 3O074-36 (2-98-443), and 360-5O02 (3 74-4 69) for villous adenomas with moderate and severe atypia, respectively, and 5 53-9-33 (6i15-8-54) for highly differentiated adenocarcinomas. The number of AgNORs permitted differentiation among the t-hree groups. The differences observed were significant. Malignant tumour cells were characterised by a large number of AgNORs which were small in size and showed a scattered distribution. Nuclei of tubular adenoma and villous adenoma with moderate atypia had only a small number of large sized AgNORs in a clustered distribution.
Tissues were fixed in 10°o formalin solution and processed to paraffin wax. Sections were cut at 3 gm thickness and submitted to AgNOR staining with slight modification.4 Briefly, sections were dewaxed and taken to water. The reaction mixture was made by dissolving gelatin in 10, aqueous formic acid to make a 1 0 solution. This was mixed with 500/ aqueous silver nitrate solution in a proportion of 1:2. Sections were incubated at room temperature in this mixture for 45 minutes, washed with tap water, taken to xylene and mounted.
The AgNORs were seen as dots within the cell nuclei and counted using a x 100 oil immersion lens without previous knowledge of the histological diagnosis. Fields were selected at random and 100 cells were examined using a graticle to prevent recounting. Discrete black dots and dispersed AgNORs in the nuclei were counted and the mean number per nucleus calculated. Student's t test for unpaired data and calculation of 99% confidence interval (CI) was used for statistical analysis.
Results

TUBULAR ADENOMAS
The mean number ofAgNORs per nucleus was 2-67 (range 1 543-28, 99% CI 2 29-3 04) (fig 1) . The AgNORs were small; a large nucleolus was also visualised and this was counted as one AgNOR. to restrict the use of the word villous adenoma to the stage of the adenoma-carcinoma sequence which has invaded the muscularis mucosae and the submucosal tissues. The differentiation or maturation in a tumour are not usually heterogeneous throughout and what we can measure by our method is only the average values.
In view of the similar appearance and size of the two cell types and the recognised difficulty in distinguishing them histologically, this simple, rapid, method is of potential clinicopathological value, when tht-small size of the biopsy specimen causes problems in interpretation.
